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Not Just Waiting on the World to Change

On Saturday, February 2nd, I was privileged to speak to a gathering of perhaps 1000 people in an Imax auditorium in Providence at the 3rd annual launch of Shape Up Rhode Island (www.shapeupri.org).  I shared the podium with the Rhode Island health commissioner, and Rhode Island Governor Donald Carcieri, whose presence indicated that Rhode Island was taking the shape of its shaping up very seriously, indeed!  They have thrown down a gauntlet we call can, and should, pick up.
Shape Up RI was founded in 2006 by Rajiv Kumar, a remarkable Brown University medical student.  During his medical training, Rajiv was impressed by how much illness we learn how to treat doesn’t actually need to develop in the first place.  That same epiphany, many years ago, was the inspiration for my own career in preventive medicine.

Committed to doing something about the root causes of disease, Rajiv scanned the horizon  and identified some community programs that engaged people in health promotion by creating both solidarity, and competition- and adopted that model.  Shape Up Rhode Island provides social networks, educational materials, and training workshops so that everyone acquires the knowledge, skills, and support needed to adopt healthful behaviors, in particular eating better and being more physically active.  But the participants are also members of teams that compete with one another for the best outcomes, such as the most hours of exercise, the most weight lost, the most steps taken- so there is the time-honored motivation of trimming one’s own butt while kicking someone else’s!  All in good fun, of course.
In its maiden year, Rajiv’s program attracted roughly 1800 participants.  Now in year three, there are more than 11,000.  Since Rhode Island has only 1 million residents, the program now involves more than 1% of the state population!  Not too shabby for the 3-year-old brainchild of a single medical student, running on a shoestring budget and a bumper crop of good will.

Rajiv Kumar is not an ordinary guy, but what he is doing is not out of reach for the more ordinary among us.  Shape Up RI is a lot more like common sense than rocket science.  Everybody could do this.
And everybody should.  We really can’t afford to wait, as in the John Mayer song, for the world to change.  The need for change is too dire; we must take matters into our own hands, right now.

As I noted last Saturday, Rajiv’s medical education and mine are divergent in ways that speak to the need for urgent action.  When I attended medical school in the 1980s, I learned about two kinds of diabetes: juvenile onset, and adult onset.

Back then- a generation ago- adult onset diabetes was a chronic disease mostly limited to overweight, sedentary, middle-aged adults.  Rajiv is not learning about any such disease.

He, and his peers, are instead learning about “type 2” diabetes.  Make no mistake, it is the same disease.  But it now affects children under the age of 10 more and more commonly.  So while it was once an “adult onset” disease, it no longer is.  The reason?  Poor diet, lack of physical activity, and ever worsening rates of childhood obesity.

As for where this will lead- health experts already acknowledge diabetes as a potent risk factor for heart disease.  We’re just not yet used to the idea of connecting those dots in kids as well as in adults.  But if children under age ten are getting adult-onset diabetes, it’s just a matter of time before teenagers start having heart attacks.  I know of a case of a triple coronary bypass in a 17-year-old already.

This is where we are headed on our current trajectory.  So Rajiv and I agree- we must change our trajectory.  And he seems to be helping Rhode Island do just that.
Margaret Mead, a cultural anthropologist, is remembered for advising us to “never doubt that a small group of thoughtful and committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”  And in public health, we tend to admonish one another to think globally, and act locally.


Put these two insights together, and the potential for us to shape up our personal health, the health of our families, towns, states, nation- and the world- start to merge into a single objective.  To overcome the many challenges to health the modern environment strews in our path, we need to be both thoughtful and committed.  We also need to be empowered.  We need both will, and way.

Will power does matter, because at the end of the day, each of us decides what to do with our feet, and our forks.  But when obstacles ranging from school days without recess, to inscrutable food labels, to suburban sprawl block the way, a will to change may lead only to frustration.  We must unclutter the way, and that takes a village.

Alone, we cannot change school food and physical activity regulations- but a group of thoughtful and committed parents can.  Alone, we cannot change the quality of foods available to us or the clarity of the nutrition labels they wear- but a group of thoughtful and committed consumers can.  Alone, we cannot change the design of neighborhoods, and buildings so that health is at the forefront of planning and zoning- but a group of thoughtful and committed civic leaders can.  Alone, we cannot regulate food advertising to children- but a group of thoughtful and committed voters can.  

Let’s not wait for the world to change.  Act locally- and help change it.
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